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The Party Line 
Anna Chism 
Marge had walked all the way down to the pond 
to tell me, even though it was the very hottest part of 
the day in the hottest part of the year. We (the dogs 
and I) were down there trying to cool off, but that 
wasn't too easy. You couldn't hardly swim in the pond 
that time of year—the mud was almost as deep as the 
water. But I'd put on an old swimsuit I'd had since the 
fifth grade (and Margie had worn before that) so I 
could sit down, if 1 wanted to. 
I was sitting right out in the middle of the pond, 
with the water up to my chin, when Margie came 
puffing up. She was red as a beet; and I thought at first 
she'd come down to cool off, too; but she didn't get in 
the water. She just plopped down in the grass. 
We've got to keep the stupid party line," she said. 
That's when I saw her face wasn't just red from the 
heat. She was mad, too. 
"Who said?" 1 asked, although I really didn't care. 
"The telephone office, of course. Daddy went into 
Pendleton to ask them this morning." She said it like 1 
should have known already. "They said he has to have 
a real good reason to get a private line out here. He'd 
have to be a doctor or lawyer or politician or 
something. Just a preacher isn't enough." 
"Oh," I said indifferently. " I don't see why it 
matters much anyway." Twenty party lines wouldn't 
have bothered me right then, I was in hog heaven. I'd 
dreamed of living in the country—with room for all the 
dogs and cats and white mice I wanted—all my life. 
One little party line wouldn't ruin my new home for 
me. 
It was already ruined for Margie, though; the 
party line was just the last straw. She was already living 
on a gravel road, thirty miles from the nearest real town 
(Pendleton, where Margie and I would start to school 
in the fall, was only six miles away; but it didn't count.), 
and eighty miles from anybody she'd known for longer 
than a few days. But I didn't see why she was so upset 
over the silly telephone. 
"What are you so mad about?" 1 asked. 
"What am 1 so mad about?" she repeated, glaring 
at me like I was a two-headed cat or something. "Are 
you dense, Katie? We'll never be able to use the phone 
anymore, not with seven other families trying to use the 
same line!" 
"Well, you don't have to be so hateful, Margie," I 
pouted. At thirteen, my feelings were very fragile. 
"Well, you don't have to be so dumb!" she 
laughed, and started toward the house. 
I couldn't think of a thing to say back to her, so I 
just started to get out of the pond and follow her back 
to the house. But by the time I waded through all the 
mud and got out on the grass, I saw I wasn't going to 
catch up before she got inside. So just as she reached 
the carport, I shouted back to her: 
"Who do you think is going to call you out here, 
anyway?" 
Margie pretended not to hear; she just kept 
walking. But she fumbled with the back door latch for a 
long time before she finally got it open; and I knew she 
was crying. 
It wasn't odd for her to be crying. Margie cried a 
lot that first summer after we moved—mostly at night 
after we were in bed. 1 didn't cry much; but I did do a 
lot of pretending. I'd pretend I was fixing to call one of 
my friends; and I'd go pick up the phone to dial. Of 
course, somebody else was always talking; so I'd stand 
there and listen, pretending I was just waiting on them 
to get off. 
I had a hard time explaining what I was doing, 
though, when Mom caught me standing in the hall, not 
saying a word, with the phone at my ear—that is, until 
school started that fall; then, I had a whole gang of 
reasons. I had twice as many friends at Pendleton High 
School than I'd ever had at the city school I went to 
before. 
"Katie, don't be listening in on someone's private 
conservation," Mom would say when she caught me 
silently holding the phone to my ear. 
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"Oh, I'ln not," I'd answer innocently. "I'm just 
waiting for Mrs. McGuire to hush talking so I can call 
Rhonda." 
"Well, okay." Mom would smile indulgently. She 
was glad I'd made plenty of friends at the new school. I 
know she wished Margie had done the same. 
Margie didn't have any friends at P.H.S.—not any 
girlfriends, anyway. She did have a boyfriend named 
Mitch, but Mom and Dad weren't too happy about 
him. I wasn't either, I didn't see how Margie could 
stand him. 
For one thing, he wouldn't even talk to us—not 
me, or Mom or Dad, either. When he and Margie went 
out on a date, he just appeared at the front door. 
Margie would always be waiting, and they'd be gone 
before Mom could even tell them to "be careful." 
Margie would always look so pretty—her hair long and 
shiny and turned up just enough on her shoulders; and 
Mitch always looked so black—that's the only way I can 
describe him. He had black hair and he always wore a 
black leather jacket. He was almost invisible at night! 
I don't know why Mitch never said aything to us. I 
know he could talk, because he used to keep Margie 
on the phone half the time. It got to be a real sore spot 
with my parents, too. Finally, Dad made a rule that we 
could only use the phone for ten minutes at a time; 
and even then, we had to have a good reason for call-
ing. It didn't seem fair to me at all. 
Darlene Starkey didn't think it was fair, either. I'd 
ridden my bicycle down to her house (She lived just 
down the road from us.) to see if I could ride home 
with her after the show that night (It was Friday; and 
everybody at Pendleton went to the show on Friday 
nights.). 
"Why didn't you call and ask me?" Darlene had 
asked. 
"You've got to have a writ of habeas corpus to use 
the phone at our house," I told her. I wasn't sure she 
knew what a writ of habeas corpus was, though; so 
that's when I expained about Mitch and all. 
Actually, I could have used the phone if I'd asked; 
but I thought Darlene's brother might be home. 
Darlene might be a little dumb, but she sure did have a 
cute brother. 
I didn't really think I'd be needing a ride home, 
either. Margie was supposed to go to a party for all the 
seniors, after she let me off at the Ritz theatre; and all 
the senior gids were invited to spend the night at Janet 
Tarpley's house on the lake and go swimming all day 
Saturday; but I was pretty sure Margie wouldn't stay. 
However, I had offered graciously to ride down to 
Darlene's and see if I could come home with her and 
her brother. 
"I'm sure David Starkey would be just thrilled to 
have another giggling eighth-grader in his car all the 
way home," Margie had said. But for once, I'd ignored 
her sarcasm. 
I'd been disapponted to find Darlene alone. But 
when I told her what I wanted, she'd said she was 
spending the night with Relda Tippet; but she knew 
David wouldn't mind me riding back with him. I could 
meet him at the Tasty-freeze after the show. 
"Are you sure David won't mind?" I asked, for 
about the tenth time. 
"No, it's okay," Darlene assured me. 
The real question was how I was going to get 
Margie to stay at the Tarpley's. That was going to take 
some doing. 
"Do you watch the stories?" asked Darlene. 
"Huh?" I'd been so busy conspiring with myself, 
I'd forgotten about her. "Oh . . . the stories? No, not 
very often. They're nothing compared to the party line, 
anyway." 
"The party line?" 
"Yea , you ought to hear Arvel Turner courting 
Mrs. Ballard over the phone. And you know when 
Nadine Jeffries was expecting her baby? She called up 
Linda Fay Murphy every afternoon; and they talked 
about having babies and stuff for a while." 
10 
"Really?" asked Darlene, her eyes widening. "That 
does sound better than the stories. I don't guess you 
get to listen to them anymore, though, do you?" 
"No, I don't—thanks to Mitch. It's been a month 
or more since I heard them. I wouldn't even know 
what was happening now." 
"You reckon not?" asked Darlene. There was a funny 
gleam in her eyes. " I don't know—it might be just like 
the stories. Y o u can miss them for a whole year and 
then come right back and pick up where you left off." 
"Oh, I don't think it would be like that, Darlene." 
I tried to sound discouraging. 
"We could try," she said excitedly. "Come 
on—the phone's in here." She started toward the kit-
chen. 
"Uh . . . , we better not, Darlene, your momma 
might ge* mad." I was stalling. I knew her mother was 
at work. But I just didn't feel right. I'd always told 
myself, like I told my mother, that I really was going to 
call Rhonda (or whoever). I never just picked up the 
phone intending to listen in. 
"She won't know. She don't get home from 
Sherman's 'til 5:30. Come on." Darlene picked the re-
ceiver up gently and held her hand over the mouth-
piece. She listened intently for a minute, a slight frown 
between her eyes. 
"Who is it?" I mouthed the words at her. She 
shook her head and listened for another moment. Fin-
ally she held the receiver out to me, her hand still over 
the mouthpiece. 
"It's some man," she whispered, "but it don't 
sound like Arvel Turner. See if you know who it is." 
I felt just a twinge of conscience as I put the 
receiver to my ear. 
"Well, don't you like my idea?" asked an 
unfamiliar male voice. It was so demanding that I 
almost answered him myself. But the other party made 
no reply, and the ominous male voice continued: 
"I'm not going to stand here all day while you 
make up your mind. If you're going with me, I'll have 
to make a few arrangements." 
Still no reply. Darlene asked me what was going 
on, but I motioned her to silence. The owner of the 
only voice I'd heard sighed deeply. He was obviously 
becoming impatient. 
"Margie!" said the voice. I almost dropped the 
phone. It was so loud, I don't know how Darlene kept 
from hearing it. 
" I just don't know, Mitch," replied my sister's 
familiar voice. It was tight and strained-sounding, but 
still recognizable; and it sent a chill down my spine. 
"Why not?" 
"What would I tell my parents?" 
"What you just told me, of course, that you had 
decided to spend the night at the Tarpley's and go 
swimming all day Saturday." 
"But I really haven't made up my mind, yet." 
"Listen, Margie, if you don't want to go with me, 
just say so. I can find somebody else who does." 
"It's not that, Mitch," Margie said quickly. "It's just 
that . . ." 
"Just that what?" 
"Well . . . , where would I stay?" 
" I told you I'd make arrangements." 
" I don't know . . . I'm afraid my parents wouldn't 
like this idea at all." 
"So? What they don't know don't hurt them." 
There was another long pause. Darlene was sitting 
at the table, staring at me. She's already asked several 
times to have the phone, but I acted like I didn't see 
her. I had no idea what I am going to tell her when I 
got off the phone. 
"Margie!" Mitch's voice boomed out impatiently. I 
felt sure Darlene heard it that time. 
" I just don't know, Mitch." Margie sounded like 
she was fixing to cry. "But don't be mad at me," she 
pleaded. "Please?" 
All of a sudden, I saw Darlene jump up and whirl 
around like she'd sat down on a bee. I'd already 
noticed that her eyes weren't boring holes through me 
anymore—she's been training them instead on some 
unlucky something she saw out the kitchen window. I 
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wasn't sure what had her so excited, but the next thing 
I knew, she'd rushed ovr and grabbed the phone out of 
my hands. 
At first I thought she was mad because I had 
hogged the phone; but she just put the receiver back 
real easy and motioned me to follow her into the living 
room. 
"Sorry about that," said Darlene, as she closed the 
door to the kitchen, "but I had to. Momma just drove 
up in the carport." She listened at the door for a 
second, and then turned around. 
I held my breath. I knew what she was going to 
say next, and I should have headed her off in another 
direction, but my mind was blank. 
"Who were you listening to?" she said, her eyes 
glittering with excitement. It was impossible for me to 
think with her staring at me. 
"Huh?" I said finally. 
"Who was it on the phone?" she repeated 
urgently. A car door slammed outside. 
"Oh, uh . . . did you say your mother's home?" I 
said weakly. She nodded; and I thought of telling her 
she'd better go help her mother fix supper. Then a 
thought finally struck me. 
"Oh, no," I said, looking frantically around the 
room. "What time is it?" 
" I don't know," said Darlene. Her face had 
returned to its normal blank. I guess it's about 
5:30—that's when Momma usually gets home." 
"5:30? Oh, no." 1 turned toward the door. "I've 
got to go—I'm late for supper." 
"But who was it on the phone?" persisted Darlene. 
"Oh, uh." I heard Mrs. Starkey coming in the back 
door. "I'd better tell you later. See ya, Darlene!" 
I let the screen door bang behind me, and took off 
running across the field, intending to cut through the 
woods between our houses. Then I remembered my bi-
cycle, sitting in the Starkey's front yard; so I had to go 
back and get it. By the time I got home. Mom, Dad, 
and Margie were already eating. 
"Well, did you find yourself a ride home?" asked 
Mom. 
I didn't know what she meant for a minute. Then I 
remembered why I'd been at Darlene's in the first 
place. 
"Oh, yea—David Starkey's going to be at the 
Tasty-freeze after the show—I can ride back with him." 
I paused and looked at Margie, but I couldn't tell a 
thing from her face. "If I need to," I added softly. 
"Well, then, Margie," said Mom, "there's no 
reason why you can't spend the night at the Tarpley's." 
Margie didn't answer. She didn't even look up. 
She just stared at her plate and pretended to be eating. 
She was only messing her food around, though. I 
didn't see her eat a bite the whole meal. 
The food didn't have much taste for me either. 1 
couldn't stop thinking about Mitch long enough to think 
about food. I kept trying to figure out where he could 
be going that he wanted Margie to go, too. I don't 
know why that bothered me so much. 
I must have been eating as fast as I was thinking, 
though. I consumed three helpings of butterbeans, two 
pieces of cornbread, all that was left of the meatloaf, 
and half an apple pie before Mom finally stopped me. 
"Why, Katie! You'd better stop," she warned. 
"You won't have room for a sundae after the show." I 
said I wasn't full, but I pushed my plate away. 
" I might not be going to the Tasty-freeze, any-
way," I said. "Sometimes Margie wants to come 
straight home after the show." 
"But she's spending the night at the Tarpley's. 
Aren't you, Margie?" 
I held my breath; but Margie didn't answer. She 
got up from the table and scraped the food on her 
plate onto the pile of scraps we saved for the dogs. I 
felt that last piece of cornbread move sluggishly in my 
stomach. 
" I guess so," she said finally, with a heavy sigh; 
and I realized I was still holding my breath. As she 
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walked out the door, 1 heard the meat loaf in my 
stomach growling at the apple pie. 
Margie didn't say a word as she drove me into 
town. Once or twice, I started to bring up the subject of 
Mitch; but I knew she'd guess I knew something, 
because we never talked about him. The last few miles, 
I just sat and listened to my stomach growl. 
By the time Margie dropped me off at the Ritz, I 
had a whopper of a stomach ache. I got so sick 
smelling the popcorn the other kids were eating, that I 
had to go out before the show was half over. I got a 
wet towel from the bathroom, but I couldn't stand the 
smell in there either. So 1 went and stood inside the 
door of the lobby, where the breeze would hit me. 
I was feeling a little better when I saw a puff of 
smoke go by the door, and I realized someone was 
standing outside, smoking. That was all I needed to 
make me throw up! 
But as I started to move back inside, I heard a 
voice. The smoker was obviously not alone. As usual, I 
couldn't resist the urge to eavesdrop, even if I was 
getting a headache from the smoke. 
"You still going to the races at Jackson tomorrow?" 
asked an unfamiliar male voice. 
"Um-hum," answered the smoker. He stretched 
out a black leather arm and flicked the ash off his 
cigarette. His voice sounded faintly familiar. 
"When ya leaving? In the morning?" 
"Tonight." 
"Tonight?" asked Voice 1. "How come tonight?" 
"I've got my reasons." The smoker's voice really 
rang a bell this time. 
"Hey, you taking somebody with you?" 
"Might be." 
"Might that somebody be female, by any chance?" 
"Maybe." 
The owner of Voice 1 snorted loudly at this reply; 
and my stomach lurched as I realized where I'd heard 
the voice of the smoker. I put the wet towel to my 
throat and leaned back against the wall. " I must be 
delirious," I thought. "This couldn't be happening twice 
in one day." 
"What time is it?" asked the smoker. There was a 
brief silence. 
"Eight forty-five." 
" I gotta go," said the smoker, dropping his 
cigarette and grinding it into the sidewalk with the toe 
of his boot. "I'm picking her up at 9:00." 
"Don't you get in any trouble, now, you hear?" 
warned Voice 1, with a nauseating laugh. I moved into 
the shadow as Mitch walked by the door. 
I felt like I might faint if I didn't sit down pretty 
quick; but I couldn't make myself go back in there 
where John Wayne was fighting it out. I knew I'd 
throw up the first time anybody got shot. Finally, I 
heard the owner of Voice 1 walk off down the street; 
so I went outside. The jewelry store next door was 
locked up tight, and the display case was bare. I stood 
next to the window, leaning my face against the cool 
glass. 
Finally, the movie was over, and everybody came 
pouring out. Only a few little kids walked by the 
jewelry store. The rest turned up the street toward the 
Tasty-freeze. I heard Rhonda ask if anybody knew 
where I was. Somebody said my sister had probably 
wanted to leave early. Eventually, they all wandered 
off, and the street was deserted. 
All of a sudden, out of the blue, I started crying; 
and I couldn't stop. I was glad no one was watching. I 
hated for people to see me cry, because I always 
looked so terrible. 
Between sobs, I heard the motor of a car down 
the street; so I backed into the shadows and tried to 
stop jerking. Finally, the lights came over the hill, and 
the car started to slow down. It had almost stopped 
when it reached the jewelry store; and then it pulled 
over to the curb. 
"Katie!" said a voice from inside the car. "What 
are you doing still here?" Margie stuck her head out 
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the car window. "I thought you'd be at the Tasty­
freeze!" 
I didn't answer at first; I had to find out if it was 
really her, or if I was dreaming or if I'd died and gone 
to heaven, or what. I ran up to the car, and almost 
touched her to see if she was real, before I stopped 
myself. 
"Get in, dummy," she said, and I knew it was 
Margie. 
"I almost didn't come by here," she said, as I 
climbed into the front seat. "Why didn't you go to the 
Tasty-freeze?" 
"I wasn't too hungry," I told her. "I thought I'd 
wait and see if you didn't come back." 
"Is something wrong?" she asker:!, peering at me 
through the semi-darkness. I looked away. 
"No. It's just that ... I didn't feel too hot." 
"Well, no wonder-after all the supper you ate! 
But I'm about to starve. I sure would like a hot fudge 
sundae right now. Do you feel like you ought to go 
home?" 
I couldn't believe it. Margie really wanted to go to 
the Tasty-freeze. 
"I don't know ... I probably ought to tell David 
Starkey that I don't need a ride." Just then I caught my 
tear-stained reflection in the window. "But I guess I 
could call the Tasty-freeze from home and ask them to 
tell him." 
"Yes," she agreed, "you could; but, you'd 
probably never be able to get the party line at home. 
Besides," she smiled, "I'll let you borrow my compact 
before you see David." 
"Okay," I said. I couldn't help smiling back as I met 
her eyes; and we giggled like two eighth-graders as 
Margie turned the car around in the street. 
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